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GOVERNMENT HOUSING IS CHARITY 


LMOST ten years ago I wrote a bulletin with this same title. It was violent- 
A» objected to by some of the more outspoken public housers, A few years 

later, however, a new constitution was adopted in Missouri which inter- 
fered with the housing authority’s tax exemption, The attorney for the housing 
authority appealed to the State Legislature to overcome this difficulty by desig- 
nating the authority as a charity, and this was done making public housing in Mis- 
souri officially a public charity. This is a title all public housing in the United 
States should be willing to accept. 


There is a group in every city which is without sufficient income and this group 
must be taken care of on a charity basis. Private industry cannot afford to provide 


housing for the persons in this group, and if units subsidized by the taxpayer are to 
be provided, they should logically be provided for those most in need, not taken 
care of in institutions as permanent wards of the State. This group, however, is 
generally eliminated in tenant selection from a government housing project. One 
of the reasons why the “before and after” studies in slum districts show a decrease 
in juvenile delinquency, in disease rates and in other factors is that the same peo- 
ple are not rehoused, 


I was particularly concerned the other day when the local press reported that 
our Congressman was writing to all of the incorporated cities and villages of St. 
Louis County, urging them to set up local housing boards to survey their needs 
so that they would be ready to file application for public housing projects, This 
would not sound out of line to a person not familiar with the corporate set-up in this 
area, St. Louis City is not a part of St. Louis County, and all of the incorporated 
cities and villages referred to are suburbs of St. Louis, While there are undoubtedly 
some limited areas in St. Louis County in which a few of the residents are not 
capable of earning an economic wage, it certainly does not comprise the type of 
area referred to constantly by the advocates of public housing in trying to arouse 
sympathy for the passage of the act. If every Congressman attempts in a similar 
fashion to get his constituents on the gravy train, the estimates of the cost of public 
subsidized housing made by the so-called real estate lobby and criticized by the 
President as excessive will be a drop in the bucket, 


I think that the general public should be told time and time again that public 
housing is not low-cost housing, that it actually costs more to build and to operate 
than private housing with the difference paid by the taxpayers, The “magic formula” 
by which the government achieves low rent in subsidized housing follows this pro- 
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cedure, The government first lends to the local community the money to build 
the project, It then gives the community through annual subsidies the money to pay 
back the loan it made in the first place. Meanwhile, the local community must waive 
local taxes and the local taxpayers make up the difference by increased taxation on 
privately owned real estate, Since the Federal government has no funds other than 
those which it takes away from the people, the Federal subsidy as well as the local 
subsidy is in the last analysis paid by the taxpayers, 


The owners of real estate, I think, are justified in complaining of this competi- 
tion. Would you like to compete in private business with someone who could force 
you to put up his initial capital and who could send you a bill for all of his losses? 
Each person who lives in government housing is receiving a dole because of his 
inability to earn a sufficient amount to be self-supporting. Just so long as people are 
misled into believing that builders and owners of private property are all profiteers 
and that the government through greater efficiency can house them cheaper, they will 
clamor for government housing. If they recognize government housing for what it is, 
charity for the unfit or the unfortunate, I still have enough confidence in the indepen- 


dence and moral integrity of the average American to think that he would rather pay 
his own way if he can, 


No effort should be made, in my opinion, to house permanently in government 
housing any one group of citizens, It should rather be used to house those persons 
who, because of circumstances beyond their control, are unable at the time to pay 
an economic rent, These individuals should look forward to the time when their 
earning capacity would increase to the point where they could again become self- 
sustaining members of the community, and their “graduation” from public housing 
should be a happy occasion, Certainly the government should not try to encourage 


any group of its citizens to become permanent wards, depending on an ever-continuing 
dole. ; 


In the testimony before the Senate committee when the housing legislation was 
being considered, a statement from the Buffalo Evening News of February 1, 1949, 
was presented, This was a study of the 721 families living at that time in the Ken- 
field Development of the public housing development in Buffalo, Eighty-four fami- 
lies of the 721 had been in the development for 11 years; 23 families had been there 
for 12 years; 19 families for 10 years; 15 families for 9 years; 49 families for 8 
years; 44 families for 7 years and so on down the line until you get to the minimum 
14 families who had been there just one year, Certainly if this development is 
typical, many families in the United States are becoming permanent residents, with 
what sooner or later becomes a vested interest in a dole. 


Before this same committee of the Senate, testimony was introduced on the 
setting up of a housing project in Cleveland. It was stated that 83 per cent of the 
people who were moved out of a so-called slum area to make way for this project 
owned their own homes, and 92 per cent of those homes were free and clear of all 
mortgages, Many of these owners were immigrants who came to the United States 
from Europe with the inbred desire to own their own homes and through hard work 
and frugality they had achieved this goal. In my opinion, one immigrant of this sort 
owning free and clear a place he calls home far outweighs a tenant living in a gov- 
ernment project, expecting the taxpayers to meet a portion of his expense, I still 
believe this, though the immigrant be dressed poorly and have inadequate furnish- 











286 








ings for his house and though the tenant in the government housing project have a 
new automobile and a television set. 


I am sometimes asked, since I do not believe in subsidized housing (except on a 
very small scale), how I would solve the problems of our slum areas, I think there 
is only one way in which this can be done - enforce provisions regarding health 
and safety which in almost all cities are already on the statute books, A strict 
enforcement of these provisions would deflate many highly inflated ideas of value 
in blighted areas and eventually would make it possible to assemble land in these 
areas at its actual value, This, government slum clearance will never do, If the 
government attempts to assemble an existing slum area it is immediately faced 
with the fact that its lowest cost will be the assessed value of the existing land and 
building, and that the highest cost may be many times this amount, Since in many 
cases this assessed value greatly exceeds the economic value of the use of the prop- 
erty if health and safety provisions are enforced, it means that the government must 
necessarily assemble this ground at an exorbitant cost. Each time, however, that 
the government pays an exorbitant price for the property, some other owner in 
some equally blighted area is fortified in his belief that he, too, can unload ata 
similar price, 


I have before me a research study published in April 1948 by the Chicago Hous- 
ing Authority on the cost of acquiring Chicago’s blighted areas. This study esti- 
mates that to acquire approximately 3410 acres of blighted area in Chicago would 
cost $379,729,764, or an average of about $111,000 per acre (approximately $2.55 


per square foot, This is approximately $319 a front foot for building lots 125 feet 
deep. 


It is clearly impossible to acquire land at this price which could be used for 
residential building on any sane economical basis. In the study, the Chicago Housing 
Authority concedes that probably two-thirds to three-fourths of the amount paid 
for the land would have to be written off as it does not constitute actual value. Their 
report also suggests that “in many cases, the relatively high market value of slum 
properties is based on the fact that they can be rented at a profit, because municipal 
ordinances with regard to health and safety are not enforced, Stricter enforcements 
of such ordinances, or the refusal of the courts to accept valuations based on illegal 
profits, would reduce acquisition costs for this type of property.” 


If the government withdrew from this field entirely and existing laws were en- 
forced, what would happen? Owners could no longer hang on to obsolete properties 
with the hope that they could eventually sell at a high price. Instead, they would be 
faced with the necessity of making expensive repairs in order to bring their prop- 
erties back into condition where they would pass inspection from the standpoint of 
health and safety provisions, Many of these properties would not have sufficient 
economic value to justify such repairs and would, accordingly, be torn down to save 
taxes, The resulting vacant lot would have little value until such time as a large 
enough area passed from blight into vacant or near-vacant land, After paying taxes 
for a period of years on land for which no use had been found which would support a 
high value, in my opinion the owners of these properties would be very happy to sell 
at their actual values, When this time comes it will be possible to redevelop blighted 
areas on an economic basis on a large scale; prior to such time, however, the cost 
will be so great that only very small so-called demonstration projects can be af- 
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forded, These demonstration projects in the average city in my opinion will delay 
the eventual solution of the problem. 


In every city of any size the citizens who sincerely want to bring about a solu- 
tion to the housing problem should insist that the ordinances providing for health 
and safety be enforced without fear or favor. Many of these ordinances have been 
on the books for 20 or 30 years without strict enforcement, During the last four 
or five years the reason for non-enforcement has been given that to enforce these 
requirements would result in a shrinkage in the housing supply at a time when the 
persons now living in these obsolete, unsafe and unsanitary buildings could not find 
other accommodations of any sort. Temporarily, I think this is a valid excuse, but 
from present trends it seems to me that this excuse will lose a great part of its 
validity within the next year to 18 months as numerous vacancies reappear, and 
certainly by that time an all-out effort should be made to condemn the properties 
which are inadequate and which are a menace to health and safety. If adequate im- 
provements cannot be made, these buildings should be eliminated from the hous- 
ing supply, with the resulting deflation of the fictitious land values which the illegal 
use of these properties creates, 


The passage of the housing bill with its provisions for government grants and 
subsidies should not be considered as pork but should be severely restricted to the 
welfare and charitable purposes which were so often stressed by its advocates, 
Many communities can apply under the provisions of the act in good faith, but cer- 
tainly many other communities of the United States have no justification for trying 
to secure Federal subsidies. 











